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Toward a More Inclusive Institution of Marriage: 
An Essay in Rawlsian Public Reason
KONNO, Minako
 Marriage is among the central foci of the daily lives of many people, serving as the 
source of valuable interpersonal connection. In many ways, ranging from material condi-
tions to subjective identity, marriage defines our existence. The ways in which individuals 
experience their own marriage is significantly affected by the ways in which our political so-
ciety institutionalizes this practice (i.e., how it situates, defines, supports, or regulates it). 
Indeed, whether and how marriage should be institutionalized to meet the needs of a par-
ticular historical period has been the subject of recurring debate. Examples of such contro-
versies include the introduction of the option of separate surnames for Japanese husbands 
and wives or of same-sex or polygamous marriage in the broader context. 
 Do we, as citizens of a liberal democratic political society, have reason to believe 
that non-traditional forms of marriage should be included in the institution of marriage? 
Liberalism has been a major force in the effort to answer this question in the affirmative, 
but it has failed to offer a sufficiently persuasive public argument thus far, leaving the con-
flict between its views and more conservative positions unresolved. Political liberalism, 
which has been developed in its most comprehensive form by political philosopher John 
Rawls, points to the possibility of constructing an argument that supports the institutional 
inclusion of alternative forms of marriage in pluralist liberal democracies that can be en-
dorsed by individuals with diverse and incompatible worldviews. Thus, this paper presents 
an argument based on public reason that aims to overcome the limitations of more compre-
hensive liberalism.
Keywords: institution of marriage, non-traditional partnership, political liberalism 
